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situation, combined with a very capable population, have here resulted
in the most effective relationship between man and his environment tg
be found in any mountain area throughout the world.

The influence of the mountains is also shown in the division of
Switzerland into twenty-two cantons, most of which occupy distinct
valleys and are separated by physical barriers. The isolation of these
valleys, more effective in the past than at present, gave rise to local
interests and local patriotism. As a consequence, the cantons have pre-
served a high degree of local autonomy. The powers of the federal gov-
ernment are decidedly limited, and the cantons vigorously resist any
interference within their spheres of influence.

It is not surprising that such a mountainous environment produced
one of the first and purest democracies. Inequalities of wealth were
lacking, and the hardy mountaineers refused to recognize any superior.
As early as 1294 the first Landesgemeinde met in the canton of Schwyz.
This institution consisted of a meeting of all the adults of the canton
for the purpose of electing officers and passing laws. It endures to this
day, and is one of the simplest and most thorough expressions of de-
mocracy in action. The governments of most of the other cantons have
also been democratic, and Switzerland is today one of the most demo-
cratic states in Europe.

POPULATION

The Swiss serve as an excellent example of a group differing in
race, language and religion, and yet living together in harmony and
working in unity for the welfare of the nation. The mixed population*
is the result of the central location of the country and its contacts with
its neighbors. As relief facilitates contacts with Germany, 71 per cent
of the Swiss speak some German dialect. The French have had mod-
erately easy access to the western portion of the country, and there
are to be found the 21 per cent of the population who speak French.
Until recently, relief has restricted Italian influence to the southern
slopes of the Alps, and only 6 per cent of the Swiss normally speak
Italian. In the less accessible districts a group is found which speaks
Romanisch, a distinct Latin dialect. Today German, French and Italian
are all regarded as official languages. This diversity of languages has
been an asset to the commercial contacts of the Swiss with neighboring
people, and has aided in attracting tourists and international organiza-
tions to the country.